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S T E V E  F .  S A P O N T Z I S  
C a l i f o r n i a  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  H a y w a r d  
A s  i n  h e r  m a n y  o t h e r  p a p e r s  o n  a n i m a l  
r i g h t s ,  P r o f e s s o r  P l u h a r  h e r e  p r e s e n t s  u s  w i t h  
a  v e r y  c a r e f u l  a n d  t h o r o u g h  a n a l y s i s  a n d  
c r i t i q u e .  I  t h i n k  t h a t  h e r  c r i t i c i s m s  o f  t h e  
d e f e n s e s  o f  s p e c i e s i s m  o f f e r e d  b y  M i c h a e l  
W r e e n ,  M i c h a e l  A .  F o x ,  a n d  T h o m a s  Y o u n g  a r e  
w e l l - t a k e n ,  a n d  a l t h o u g h  d e v i l ' s  a d v o c a t e s  a r e  
a  t r a d i t i o n a l  p a r t  o f  t h e  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  a t  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  c o n f e r e n c e s ,  I  r e a l l y  d o n ' t  w a n t  
t o  s p e n d  m y  t i m e  S o p h i s t i c a l l y  t r y i n g  t o  d e f e n d  
t h e s e  d e f e n d e r s  o f  s p e c i e s i s m  a g a i n s t  h e r  v e r y  
f o r m i d a b l e  b a r r a g e .  R a t h e r ,  I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  
o f f e r  a  f e w  c o m m e n t s  a b o u t  t h e  g e n e r a l  
f r a m e w o r k  i n  w h i c h  t h e  d e b a t e  o v e r  
s p e c i e s i s m  h a s  d e v e l o p e d  o v e r  t h e  p a s t  f e w  
y e a r s .  P r i m a r i l y ,  I  w a n t  t o  t a l k  a b o u t  t h e  
n a t u r e  a n d  m o r a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  s p e c i e s i s m  
a n d  a b o u t  t h e  r e l e v a n c e  o r  i r r e l e v a n c e  o f  o u r  
t r e a t m e n t  o f  s o - c a l l e d  " m a r g i n a l  h u m a n s "  t o  
s p e c i e s i s m .  
E v e l y n  b e g i n s  b y  g i v i n g  u s  t w o  c l e a r ,  
p r e c i s e  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  " s p e c i e s i s m , "  o n e  d e a l i n g  
w i t h  p r e f e r e n t i a l  t r e a t m e n t ,  t h e  o t h e r  w i t h  
r i g h t s .  S h e  t h e n  p r o c e e d s  t o  e x p l a i n  h o w  
s p e c i e s i s m  c a n  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  a  f o r m  o f  
b i g o t r y ,  i n  a  c l a s h  w i t h  r a c i s m  a n d  s e x i s m :  
t h e r e  i s  a s  l a r g e  a  g a p  b e t w e e n  t h e  m e n t a l  
c a p a c i t i e s  o f  n o r m a l  h u m a n  a d u l t s  a n d  s e v e r e l y  
m e n t a l l y  i m p a i r e d  h u m a n s  a s  t h e r e  i s  b e t w e e n  
t h o s e  n o r m a l  h u m a n s  a n d  n o n h u m a n  a n i m a l s ,  
b u t  s p e c i e s i s m  n o n e t h e i e s s  g a t h e r s  t h e s e  
m a r g i n a l  h u m a n s  i n t o  t h e  m o r a l  f o l d  w h i l e  
l e a v i n g  t h e  a n i m a l s  o u t  i n  t h e  c o l d .  E v e l y n  t h e n  
d e v o t e s  t h e  m a i n  b o d y  o f  h e r  p a p e r  t o  
c r i t i c i z i n g  v a r i o u s  a t t e m p t s  t o  j u s t i f y  t r e a t i n g  
t h e s e  m a r g i n a l  h u m a n s  d i f f e r e n t l y  t h a n  
a n i m a l s .  S h e  t h u s  d i s c u s s e s  s p e c i e s i s m  b y  
f o l l o w i n g  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  a r g u m e n t  a b o u t  
m a r g i n a l  h u m a n s  w h i c h  h a s  d e v e l o p e d  o v e r  t h e  
p a s t  f e w  y e a r s  a n d .  m a k e s  a  s o u n d  c o n t r i b u t i o n  
t o  t h a t _  m i n i - t r a d i t i o n .  
H o w e v e r ,  i t  i s  h a r d  t o  f i n d  i n  t h i s  m a r g i n a l  
h u m a n s  w a y  o f  d e a l i n g  w i t h  s p e c i e s i s m  a  c l e a r  
t i e  t o  w h a t  a n i m a l  a d v o c a t e s  d e p l o r e  a s  
p r e j u d i c e  a g a i n s t  a n i m a l s .  I  d o u b t  t h a t  t h e s e  
a d v o c a t e s  w o u l d  f e e l  a  s e n s e  o f  
a c c o m p l i s h m e n t  a n d  c e l e b r a t e  t h e  d e f e a t  o f  
s p e c i e s i s m  i f  m a r g i n a l  h u m a n s  c a m e  t o  b e  
t r e a t e d  a s  t o o l s  f o r  r e s e a r c h  i n  j u s t  t h e  w a y  
a n i m a l s  c u r r e n t l y  a r e .  S e e k i n g  c o n s i s t e n c y  i n  
o u r  t r e a t m e n t  o f  a n i m a l s  a n d  m a r g i n a l  h u m a n s  
d o e s  n o t  s e e m  t o  b e  w h a t  t h e  a n i m a l  r i g h t s  
m o v e m e n t  i s  a b o u t .  W h e n  e a r l i e r  t h i s  y e a r  R .  
G .  F r e y  a c k n o w l e d g e d  t o  a n  a u d i e n c e  o f  a n i m a l  
r i g h t s  a d v o c a t e s  i n  S a n  F r a n c i s c o  t h a t  h e  
k n o w s  o f  n o  c o m p e l l i n g  r e a s o n  w h y  m a r g i n a l  
h u m a n s  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  v i v i s e c t e d  a s  r e a d i l y  a s  
a n i m a l s ,  h e  w a s  n o t  w a r m l y  a p p l a u d e d  a s  
s o m e o n e  w h o  h a d  a t  l a s t  b e e n  t h e  l i g h t  a n d  
o v e r c o m e  h i s  s p e c i e s i s t  b i a s .  R a t h e r ,  t h e  
r e s p o n s e  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e  w a s  t h a t  t h i s  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t a l k  o f  " s p e c i e s i s m "  w a s  a n  
a b s t r a c t ,  i n t e l l e c t u a l  g a m e  i n  w h i c h  t h e  r e a l  
i s s u e s  o f  p r e j u d i c e  a g a i n s t  a n i m a l s  w e r e  l o s t .  
H o p e f u l l y ,  I  w i l l  n o t  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  a  t r a i t o r  
t o  m y  p r o f e s s i o n  i f  I  s a y  t h a t  I  a g r e e  w i t h  t h e  
u n t u t o r e d  o n  t h i s  o n e .  I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  t h a t  h o w  
w e  t r e a t  m a r g i n a l  h u m a n s  i s  t h e  o r  e v e n  a  
c r u c i a l  c a s e  f o r  d e t e r m i n i n g  w h a t  s p e c i e s i s m  
i s  o r  w h e t h e r  i t  i s  a  p r e j u d i c e  o r  a  j u s t i f i e d  
p r e f e r e n c e .  A n d  w h i l e  I  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  s o ­
c a l l e d  " a r g u m e n t  f r o m  m a r g i n a l  c a s e s " - - ­
r o u g h l y ,  " W h y  i s  i t  o k a y  t o  v i v i s e c t  a  d o g  b u t  
n o t  a  s e v e r e l y  r e t a r d e d  o r p h a n ? " - - - i s  a n  
e x c e l l e n t  r h e t o r i c a l  d e v i c e ,  a  d r a m a t i c  w a y  o f  
c a t c h i n g  p e o p l e  u p  s h o r t  a n d  g e t t i n g  t h e m  t o  
t h i n k  a b o u t  a n i m a l  e t h i c s  i s s u e s  w h e n  t h e y  
h a v e  n o t  t h o u g h t  m u c h  a b o u t  t h e m  b e f o r e ,  I  d o  
n o t  b e l i e v e  i t  i s  m o r e  t h a n  t h a t .  A s  I  h a v e  
e x p l a i n e d  e l s e w h e r e ,  i t  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  n e i t h e r  a  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  c o n v i n c i n g  a r g u m e n t  n o r  o n e  t h a t  
p r o v i d e s  i n s i g h t  i n t o  w h y  w e  t r e a t  a n i m a l s  a s  
w e  d o .  [ 1 ]  
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To appreciate the irrelevance of marginal 
humans to the question of whether speciesism 
is a prejudice, consider the cases of sexism 
and racism, to which Evelyn, like so many 
animal rights advocates, compares speciesism. 
Evelyn contends that speciesism is a prejudice 
like sexism and racism because they all lead to 
treating similar cases differently. In the case 
of speciesism, the similar cases are those 
animals which are as intelligent as marginal 
humans. However, when people point to 
sexism and racism as prejudices, it is not 
because there are some women and blacks who 
are as intelligent as defective men and whites 
but are not being given rights or other 
considerations equal to those of the defective 
men and whites. Even suggesting that this is 
the sort of prejudice involved in sexism and 
racism would be considered insulting to 
women and blacks---and, I may add, it is 
similarly insulting, even paradoxical, to 
attempt to enhance the moral status of animals 
by drawing analogies between them and 
severely incompetent humans, humans who are 
so defective they must be institutionalized. 
The charge of prejudice in sexism and 
racism has to do with typical, standard, 
normal cases: ordinarily women and blacks 
are as intelligent, sensitive, and otherwise 
deserving of respect as are men and whites; 
so, routinely to treat them as second-class 
citizens is morally unjustified---if, as we 
commonly do today, we start with some kind 
of egalitarian presumption. If one cannot make 
a similar case regarding speciesism, i. e., that 
animals typically meet relevant moral criteria 
in the same way humans typically do, then 
there is a fundamental disanalogy between 
speciesism and sexism or racism. No amount 
of fancy footwork regarding marginal humans 
will change that. 
The way the term "speciesism" entered the 
animal rights debate also suggests that our 
treatment of marginal humans is not where the 
action is. Although Richard Ryder coined the 
term "speciesism," it was made famous by 
Peter Singer in Animal Liberation, where it is 
introduced in the early pages of the first 
chapter. [2] There is no mention of marginal 
humans at all. Rather, the discussion is about 
sexism and racism, contains quotations from 
Thomas Jefferson and Sojourner Truth about 
the moral insignificance of superior intellect 
among normal humans, and concludes with a 
discussion of Bentham's famous claim that 
"The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can 
they talk? but, Can they suffer?" The crucial 
points Singer makes here are that "the 
capacity to suffer is the only defensible 
boundary of concern for the interests of 
others" and that sexism, racism, and 
speciesism are identical in violating the 
principle of equality by giving greater weight 
to the interests of members of their own 
groups when there is a class of interests. 
Thus, Singer provides a very different 
analysis of the prejudice involved in 
speciesism than the one Pluhar has given us. 
Singer's analysis of speciesism locates the 
prejudice of it in the use of intelligence as the 
criterion of moral considerability. He contends 
that the capacity for sufferi ng is the proper 
criterion. On the other hand, focusing on 
marginal humans when defining the prima facie 
bigotry of speciesism early in her paper leads 
Pluhar (for the purposes of this argument) to 
accept intelligence as the criterion for moral 
considerability and to locate the fault in the 
different treatment accorded marginal humans 
and animals which equally meet that criterion. 
And this is a "fault" not because animals should 
not be treated as poorly as we treat them but 
only because---perhaps due to our irrational, 
instinctual, sentimental attachment to our 
fellow humans---we resist treating marginal 
humans as we treat animals and thereby 
violate some presumed, overriding 
commandment to be consistent. Since the 
shoddiness of our treatment of animals thus 
does not figure directly in this sort of analysis 
of and argument about the prejudice of 
speciesism, it is no wonder that this debate 
over our treatment of marginal humans seems 
to many animal advocates to be so remote 
from their concerns. 
Returning to Singer, on his analysis the 
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p r e j u d i c e  o f  s p e c i e s i s m  l i e s  n o t  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
m a r g i n a l  h u m a n s  a r e  t r e a t e d  b e t t e r  t h a n  
a n i m a l s  b u t  i n  v a l u i n g  t y p i c a l l y  s u p e r i o r  h u m a n  
i n t e l l i g e n c e  s o  h i g h l y  t h a t  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  a n d  
s u f f e r i n g  o f  a n i m a l s  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  m o r a l l y  
i n s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  c o m p a r i s o n  t o  t h o s e  o f  h u m a n s ,  
w h i c h  i s  t o  s a y  n o r m a l  h u m a n s .  H e  t h u s  
f o c u s e s  o n  t h e  i s s u e  o f  a n i m a l  s u f f e r i n g ,  w h i c h  
i s  t h e  m o t i v a t i n g  c o n c e r n  o f  a n i m a l  a d v o c a t e s ,  
a n d  t h e  m o r a l  i n s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  a n i m a l s '  
s u p p o s e d l y  i n f e r i o r  i n t e l l i g e n c e  a s  a n  e x c u s e  
f o r  n o t  t a k i n g  t h e i r  S U f f e r i n g  s e r i o u s l y .  T h i s  
a n a l y s i s  s u g g e s t s  c h a r a c t e r i z i n g  s p e c i e s i s m  i n  
a  r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  w a y  t h a n  e i t h e r  o f  t h e  t w o  
d e f i n i t i o n s  E v e l y n  h a s  g i v e n  u s .  S u c h  a  
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  m i g h t  r u n  a s  f o l l o w s :  
a  s p e c i e s i s t  d o c t r i n e  i s  o n e  w h i c h  g i v e s  
s u c h  g r e a t  m o r a l  i m p o r t a n c e  t o  w h a t  t y p i c a l l y  
d i s t i n g u i s h e s  o n e  s p e c i e s  f r o m  o t h e r s  t h a t  i t  
l e a d s  t o  d i s r e g a r d i n g  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  t h o s e  
o t h e r s  i n  f a v o r  o f  s a t i s f y i n g  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  
m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  f a v o r e d  s p e c i e s .  
I f  w e  s t a r t  b y  p r e s u m i n g  t h a t  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  
o f  o t h e r s  s h o u l d  n o t  ( p r i m a  f a c i e )  b e  
d i s r e g a r d e d ,  t h e n  t h e  b u r d e n  o f  p r o o f  i s  
c l e a r l y  o n  t h o s e  w h o  m a i n t a i n  a  s p e c i e s i s t  
d o c t r i n e  t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  w h y  i t  i s  n o t  a  
p r e j u d i c e .  A n d  I  t h i n k  t h a t  i n  c o n t e m p o r a r y ,  
W e s t e r n  s o c i e t y  w e  d o  s t a r t  w i t h  t h a t  
p r e s u m p t i o n ,  s i n c e  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  a n i m a l s  s h o u l d  
n o t  b e  t r e a t e d  c r u e l l y  i s  a  c o m m o n p l a c e  t o d a y ,  
t h e  c o n t r o v e r s y  t h u s  b e i n g  n o t  o v e r  w h e t h e r  
a n i m a l s  a r e  m o r a l l y  c o n s i d e r a b l e  a t  a i l  b u t  
m o r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  o v e r  w h a t  s o r t s  o r  d e g r e e s  
o f  m o r a l  s t a t u s  t h e y  h a v e  a n d  w h a t  s o r t s  o r  
d e g r e e s  o f  m o r a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o r  o b l i g a t i o n  
w e  h a v e  t o  t h e m .  I t  f o l l o w s  t h a t  t h e  q u e s t i o n  
o f  w h e t h e r  s p e c i e s i s m  i s  a  p r e j u d i c e  c o v e r s  a  
w h o l e  r a n g e  o f  q u e s t i o n s :  d o e s  o u r  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  s u p e r i o r  i n t e l l i g e n c e  j u s t i f y  
o u r  r o u t i n e l y  k i l l i n g  a n i m a l s  f o r  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  
o r  m e a t ,  j u s t i f y  o u r  r o u t i n e l y  i m p r i s o n i n g  
t h e m  f o r  a m u s e m e n t  o r  p r o f i t ,  j u s t i f y  o u r  
r o u t i n e l y  m a k i n g  t h e m  s i c k  t o  c u r e  o u r  i l l s ,  a n d  
s o  f o r t h .  I  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  a n s w e r  t o  t h o s e  
q u e s t i o n s  i s  " N o , "  w h i c h  i s  w h y ,  n o  m a t t e r  
w h a t  o n e  c o n c l u d e s  a b o u t  o u r  p r e f e r e n t i a l  
t r e a t m e n t  o f  m a r g i n a l  h u m a n s ,  I  a g r e e  w i t h  
E v e l y n  t h a t  s p e c i e s i s m  i s  a  p r e j u d i c e .  
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